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It had been three months.

Sylvia and Tom had helped each other through the stages of mourning by talking, remembering, laughing, crying, and loving.  And the loving had changed the most.  During their time at the various barracks and tents and hotels both before and after their  marriage ceremony, the lovemaking had been intense.  Because of the uncertainty of their chosen profession, they would often make love as if it were possibly the last time.  They made the bed springs squeak and made the cheaper beds walk across the floor.  There were times she would cry out at the moment of ecstasy.  And there were times when he would, too.

But since they had taken up residence in one of the row houses at the abandoned air base, they had become much more relaxed.  They sat with each other on the couch in the living room, and read, or watched the "tele", or talked.  She would lean against him and he would have his arm around her shoulders.  Tom likened it to teenagers in love.  Their lovemaking was less frantic but no less pleasurable.  With the relaxed tone, they loved for the simple pleasure of it, and for the comfort of it.  There are many who have lost friends and loved ones who will say that the aftermath is much easier to endure when there is someone special in your life.  For Tom and Sylvia, truer words had rarely been spoken.

And they had started to act like any married couple.  Everything was discussed.  The house was decorated with white walls, nondescript furniture and plain, even institutional fixtures in the bath and the kitchen.  They bought things like paint, and light fixtures.  There was a new bed, along, with new bathroom fixtures.  Sylvia explained the finances.  Each had a credit card that drew from a bank in England.  That bank, in turn, would draw funds from a bank in Zurich.  According to the bank, They were Mister and Missus Smithson.  He was Ronald, she was Theresa.  The house was in his assumed name, as were the utilities.  It was agreed that Tom would pay for those.  Sylvia would pay for things like groceries and gas for the car that had been left in the garage out back.  They agreed on who would pay for what items beyond the necessities.  Each of then had a balance of several million pounds sterling, so a monthly budget was not necessary.

They traveled several times.  They went to the beach, to London for a couple of days, and to Cardiff for nearly a week.  They regularly drove around the countryside and took in the sights.  They the tourist traps, or sometimes jst drove aimlessly from one hamlet to the next.  They didn't necessarily kill time as much as a way to spend time together and enjoy each other's company.

Tom purchased a laptop computer, and got internet service for the house.  That allowed him to keep up with current events.  He read books and internet articles voraciously.  He watched the BBC news and ignored most of the entertainment programming.  Sylvia took an interest in art, which lead her to read up on the great masters and give Tom a pseudolecture when they visited the British Museum.  They both started to watch Doctor Who, and found one more thing they had in common.

They both knew it would happen.

One day, a group of men, all dressed in dark suits, came to the door.  Tom and Sylvia had settled on the couch, which was  what they usually did on a rainy afternoon, and read while logs burned in the fireplace.  The knock startled them both out of a reverie.  As they looked at each other, Tom could see in her eyes an expression of dread.  He got up and answered the door.

"Good afternoon, Mister McNeill."  The man on the stoop was about the same  height and general build as Tom, and was wearing a poplin raincoat and classic bowler hat.  His accent was "veddy English".

"Good afternoon," Tom said, "and the name is Smithson."

The man behind him snorted a laugh.

"I'm afraid that I must tell you that I am aware that Smithson is an alias," the first man said.  "Would you be good enough to let us in out of the rain?"

Tom stepped back and admitted him.  Behind came three other men, all in matching raincoats.  Two had bowlers, one had a fedora.

"Missus McNeill," the first man said as he tipped his bowler.  He turned to Tom.  "We need to talk."

The dread in Sylvia's eyes blossomed onto her face.  Her mouth became a small, straight line.  She crossed her arms over her ribs and looked at her husband.  He had chosen the grey wool sweater she had picked out yesterday, and the jeans he had bought last week, and the moccasin slippers he'd bought the week before that.  She wore a pink pullover sweater with a V neck, jeans, and slippers that matched his.  They looked very much like the comfortable married couple.  Both knew that was about to change.

Tom motioned to the pegs on the wall next to the door.  The men shook off their raincoats and hats and hung them up neatly.  He showed them into the living room.

"My name is Ellerbe."  He motioned to the other men.  "These are Messers Grant, Woolsley, and Petrocelli."  They shook hands in turn.  The first two men seemed to be cut from the same cloth.  They were middle aged, dark haired, and had nondescript faces.  Petrocelli was clearly American.  He shook hands strongly, and smiled.  He had the air of self-confidence, even arrogance, that Tom had noticed in most Americans.

“Won't you sit down?” Sylvia said, and motioned to the available seating in the room.  In that house, the living room and dining room were created as one large room.  The McNeill's had decorated it so that the couch defined the beginning of the living room and the end of the dining room.  Behind the couch was a tall table that held a basket of flowers and a couple of knick knacks.  Behind that was a formal dining set with six chairs.  Tom retrieved a couple of chairs and gave them to Grant and Woolsley to use.  Then he and Sylvia resumed their place on the couch.  Ellerbe sat in the easy chair near the entryway, and Petrocelli took the one nearest the fireplace.

"I'll get right to the point," Ellerbe said.  "We would like to hire you."

Tom had wondered when someone would make that offer.  He and Sylvia  had spoken about it from time to time, and had agreed that they'd like to put it off as long as possible.  The trips to Cardiff, and London, and to the countryside, were their way to be unavailable and thus put off such an offer for as long as possible.

Husband and wife glanced at each other and her face showed that expression that said: "Damn, they found us."

"Hire us as what?" Tom asked.

"Pilots.  Mercenaries."  Ellerbe was seated with his elbows on his knees, his strong brown eyes focused on them.

Sylvia spoke up.  "We don't do that anymore."

Petrocelli had quickly become comfortable in the easy chair, and clearly enjoying the heat from the fireplace.  "But you did at one time, correct?"  His voice confirmed that he was American.

"Yes," Tom said slowly, "but that ended in Africa."

Ellerbe glanced at Petrocelli.  "That's not quite correct."

Tom and Sylvia looked at him and spoke in unison.  "Oh?"

"According to the Bureau of Prisons out of Albuquerque, you are officially a fugitive from justice."  Ellerbe seemed pleased by that.  Tom looked at his round face and noticed his receding hairline and silently wished all his hair would fall out with the rain.

"Smith told me he got me out on a work release program," Tom explained.

"He did."  Ellerbe sat back and brushed some imaginary dust from his tie.  "But when you left the States without the permission of the parole board, they revoked your release."

Tom understood.  "We didn't exactly check with them, did we?" he said to Sylvia.

"I assumed Smith did that," she said.

"You assumed wrongly," Petrocelli said.  "While I don't think you'll ever be in the ten most wanted list, you will be arrested should you try to re-enter the States."

Tom knew what he meant.  If he and his bride flew back the way they came, they might be able to avoid the authorities, but if they did so via commercial flight or ship, he knew they'd be arrested once they arrived anywhere in the country.

"And since we've been living here as Mister and Missus Smithson . . . " Tom said.

"You've not been troubled by the local constabulary," Ellerbe said.

"So what if we don't want to go back to our old profession?"  Sylvia looked at Petrocelli, then at Ellerbe.

"Then we have the authority to arrest you, Mister McNeill, and extradite you back to New Mexico."

Tom nodded.  Same shit, different day.

"So why come here and ask me to work for you?  Seems to me you've already got me over a barrel, so to speak."

Ellerbe nodded.  "Because I believe each man should choose his own fate."

Tom snorted.  "Not much of a choice."

Petrocelli spoke.  "It's very much a choice.  You can go back to prison, and spend the rest of your life there without another parole hearing, or you can work for us."

"Us?" Sylvia said.

"Let me explain further," Ellerbe said.  "I am a civilian, as are these gentlemen, but we have the kind of relationship with the British Secret Service that Smith had with the C.I.A.  They contract us to do some work for them."

"Covertly?" Sylvia asked.

"Most of it," Petrocelli said.

"And we're trying to put together a group for an operation.  We have contacted several flyers, like yourselves, and some ground personnel, in order to accomplish our objective."

Tom heard the code words people like Ellerbe always used.  It was a kind of government speak that he understood but never liked.

"So you're what, the chief recruiting officer?" Sylvia asked.

"I am in charge of the whole operation.  Petrocelli, here, is the field commander.  These two gentlemen," he said, gesturing to Grant and Woolsley, "are in charge of procurement."

"And just exactly what do you need us for?" Tom asked.

"That's classified," Ellerbe said, "at least until you agree to fly for us."

Tom looked at Sylvia.  In her eyes he saw the love that had grown between them, and the disappointment that their little vacation had come to an end.  He also saw the commitment to him that she had shown for some time.  He knew if he agreed, she'd join up as well.

"We have little choice,” Tom said as he turned back to Ellerbe.  “Where do we sign?"

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]


They talked for a couple of hours.

Sylvia got up and made tea and coffee.  She brought crackers and cheese from the kitchen.  It surprised Tom that she volunteered for the hostess role.  He was just as willing to do that, but she went about it like it was natural for her, even though he knew it wasn't.

"The Invader is parked out there on the tarmac," Tom said, as he sipped his coffee.

"Well," Grant said, "no it isn't."

Tom looked at him.  He and Woolsley were both nondescript in appearance.  They could have been bankers or clerks or businessmen who sold office supplies.  They each wore dark suits, white shirts, and dark ties.  The only way Tom could tell them apart was that Grant had a little bit of a paunch going, and Woolsley had longer hair.

"Your Invader has been retrieved," Ellerbe said.

Tom was both mad and not surprised.

"We have something better for you," Petrocelli said.  "Grant and Woolsley have contacts in the aircraft industry, and we can get you any plane imaginable."

"Where Smith was able to get you aircraft that had been retired," Ellerbe continued, "or de-commissioned, or rebuilt, we can get you planes that are brand new."

"Think of it," Petrocelli said, "modern equipment, modern engines, modern weapons."

Tom looked at him.  He was like a kid when he talked about it, as if real the real weapons of war were merely toys and deadly actions were only imaginary.

"How long have you been in combat?" Tom asked.

"Two years."  He seemed to gather himself.  "I was in the Air Force.  Flew in Iraq and Afghanistan."

Husband and wife exchanged a look.  "Flying with us is different," she said.

Petrocelli seemed hurt.

Sylvia started in on him.  "I have personally shot down a number of MiG-17s, AlphaJets, MiG-29s, and Sukhoi-25s and -27s.”  She ticked them off with her fingers.  “I've flown Mirages, Gnats, F-5s, F-16s, and Hawker Hunters.  I've fired both radar guided and heat-seeking missiles in anger.  What have you done?"

He scowled and didn't answer.

"That's not the point," Ellerbe said, apparently defending Petrocelli.  "You won't be flying equipment that is fifty years old.  You will be flying brand new aeroplanes."

Tom didn't say anything.  He knew that modern planes were a point in their favor, but decided that, if he was going to fly, he wanted the Invader back.  Familiarity trumped technology.

"One thing that Smith had that seems to be missing here," she continued, "is a  knowledge, a kind of savvy about the missions, the kinds of planes needed.  He had the experience to know when to fly and when not to."

Ellerbe nodded.  "We were hoping you could supply some of that."

Both McNeills rolled their eyes.

"Okay, Petrocelli,” Tom asked, “for our first mission, what kind of planes would we use?"

"Close air support," he answered.

"Jet or prop?"

He hesitated.  “Jet.”

"What make and model?"

He didn't answer right away.  "That depends on the terrain, the objective—"

"You don't know, do you?"  Tom stared hard at him.

He seemed upset that he was challenged by Tom.  "We'll decide when we get there."

Sylvia laughed at him.  "You're going to get us killed."

Petrocelli was indignant.  His dark brown eyes seemed to flutter for a moment, then his square face crunched down into a scowl.

"We had a kind of respect with Smith, a trust that he knew what he was doing.  And he was almost always right."  Tom looked at Ellerbe, then turned back to Petrocelli.  "I don't get that sense at this moment."

The man stood up as if he was ready to fight.  Tom stood up, more slowly, and stared at him.  "Is this the way a military commander would act?  Would a captain be ready to beat up one of his lieutenants if he didn't respect his authority?"

Ellerbe shook his head.  "Sit down, Tony."  He waved at the man.

"Both of you have combat experience,” Ellerbe continued.  “So will the people joining you.  While Tony will be overall commander, we thought you flyers could determine your own tactics.  Call your own plays, as it were."

Tom didn't like it.  Not one bit.

"Smith would have that figured out by the time we got there."  Sylvia spoke for both of them.

"And all of you changed tactics once you got to your target area, didn't you?" Petrocelli asked in an angry little voice.

"Yes, but the tone was different.  Smith had a definite plan.  It looks like we won't have that, and we'll have to make it up as we go along."

"No," Petrocelli said as he sat down.  Slowly.  Tom did, too.  Slowly.  "I'll have all the intel he did, and targets picked out.  You guys will decided how to fly, and what weapons to use."

"This is meant to be a cooperative effort, not a military command."  Ellerbe wanted to be definite on that.

"So if we decide we don't like the mission, can we opt out?" Sylvia asked.

"Well, no, not really."

"Then it's not much of a cooperative effort," Tom said, "is it?"  He looked hard at Ellerbe.

There was silence for a moment.  

"You will fly the missions,” Petrocelli demanded, “and you will strike where we tell you, but you will decide how to strike and with what weapons."

Tom hated the idea.  It wasn't that he didn't want a say in how the mission was going to be performed.  He wanted to respect those who told him what mission to fly.  At that moment, he had no respect for any of them.

"We will pay you in the same manner as Smith did," Ellerbe said.  "This house will continue to be in your name, and you can use it as a safe house, as you did before."

Tom shifted in his seat.  "Who's going to be joining us?"

"Several people."

"Anybody we know?" Sylvia asked.

"We have a crack jet pilot who goes by the callsign of Ricardo," Ellerbe began.

Sylvia seemed genuinely upset.

"And there'll be an up and comer known as Knight, and a very good forward air controller by the name of Beagle."

Tom couldn't believe it.

"Okay, Ellerbe, I have a problem," Sylvia said.  She began to tick off points on her hand again.  "Ricardo was shot down not once but three times because he couldn't tell port from starboard.  Knight nearly shot ME down twice because he couldn't work his radar properly, and Beagle can't be trusted.  He tried to get Tom killed over Tblisi."

"It's the best we could do."  Petrocelli seemed arrogant as ever.  Tom recognized that he had the usual bluster of a commander, and, perhaps, wanted to hide his embarrassment.

"What happened to Tim and Tina in their Bronco?" Tom asked.

"They escaped to Kenya.  We haven't found them yet."

"What about Flex?" Sylvia asked.

"Esaped into Uganda.  We haven’t found him yet either."

"Miko?"

"Crashed when she ran out of fuel.  The Sudanese soldiers captured her and tortured her to death."

Tom and Sylvia felt their stomachs roll and their faces twist into expressions of disgust and regret.

"Foxtrot?"

"Escaped to The Democratic Congo.  Made his way to Marseilles.  We're going to visit him tomorrow."

"Slipper?"

"Shot down by another MiG 21 over the front.  The plane exploded before he could eject."

"Mac?"

"Can't seem to find him either."

"There were others," Sylvia said.

"They are being visited as we speak."

Tom nodded.  He wanted to be in the air with people they knew and trusted.  And despite the fact that, sooner or later he would have to agree to fly for these buffoons, he didn't get the feeling that anyone he knew or trusted was available.

"We have some packing to do," Tom said.  Sylvia exhaled in exasperation and resignation.

Ellerbe and his friends rose from their seats.  "We'll be 'round tomorrow afternoon.  Be ready."

They shook hands and left.  Tom let them out.

Back in the living room Tom and Sylvia stood and stared at each other.  Tears welled up in her eyes and they embraced.  They both cried.
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“You didn't get him.”

The voice was familiar and full of reproach.

“What?”

Sergei Vilinov was back in his forest, near that huge lake, where the snow fell for hours at a time and the air was fresh and clean.  After his time in the Sudan, he had spent his well-earned furlow in the arms of his sweet beloved.

But that morning, while the spring air had just begun to warm and the snow had just begun to melt into streams and rivers, Colonel Archeyev had interrupted what promised to be yet another intense session of lovemaking with Olga.

What was most distressing wasn't that the Colonel had reached the Major via the cellphone.  Sergei had turned it off and taken out the battery weeks ago.  He had wanted to give the woman of his dreams his undivided attention and she had rewarded him with night after night of passion.  It wasn't a telegram or a letter that had arrived.  And it wasn't an e-mail.  Vilinov had left any and all electronic devices behind in his parent's house many miles away.

What bothered Sergei Vilinov so much was that Colonel Archeyev had come in person to find him.  If fact, Archeyev had literally kicked down the door to the cabin and howled at the top of his lungs.

“You didn't kill Thomas Baker McNeill!!!!”

The Colonel gestured to the two policemen who had helped him find the secluded cabin.  One cop pulled the covers off in one quick tug while the other grabbed the Major and yanked him to his feet.

Olga screamed as Sergei was forced to withdraw from her in the most painful of ways.

Sergei shouted and tried to shrug off the grip of the cop.  In one quick movement he managed to break the grip of the cop and punch the Colonel in the chest.  The older man, wearing a heavy coat, took the blow without pain, then countered with a right cross that put the Major down.

“And here you are humping some BITCH while I am summoned to the Kremlin to answer to the head of the new KGB?!?!”  Archeyev kicked Vilinov with his wet boot.  “Get yourself dressed!  You are going to finish the job!”

Olga wept uncontrollably.

Sergei Vilinov tried to stand, the chimes still loud in his head, and managed to put weight on his right leg before he realized that his left leg would not hold him.  He collapsed in a heap.

Olga yanked the covers back over her naked body and continued to wail.

Archeyev almost laughed.

Another barracks at another airfield.

They stood, side by side, and stared.  It looked like any institutional building anywhere in the world.  Brick on the outside, painted cinderblock and grey tile on the inside.  Thousands of schools, military installations, and prisons were built that way, Tom thought, and we have just been deposited in yet another one just like it.

He turned to Sylvia.  Her eyes told the whole story.  She hated it.

So did he.

Still in Great Britain, on the eastern end of Britannia, the airfield was along the eastern coast.  They had flown in with Petrocelli and Ellerbe in an old R.A.F. transport plane.  Tom had expected them to fly a great distance, but the flight was about an hour or so.  They had landed at what looked like another abandoned air base.  As the plane came in on final approach, Tom looked out the window to see a sign posted at the fence beyond the end of the runway.  It read "Welcome to Tattersett Business and Leisure Park".

He wasn't amused.

There was one good runway.  The taxiways and remainder of the pavement were cracked and bumpy.  The transport trundled over the bumps after it exited the runway, which brought a memory to Tom's mind of the tiny airstrip in Turkmenistan.  The pilot stopped the plane at a moderately sized building that Tom recognized immediately.  It looked like the first building he'd entered after he left prison.

"Where the hell are we?" Sylvia asked.

"You are in the lovely English city of Tattersett, between Coxford and the Wicken Green Village."  Ellerbe led them out through the ramp at the back of the plane.

The wind was cold.  There was a scent of the sea faint in the breeze.  They walked into the barracks and saw immediately that it looked just like the one during the mission over Tora Bora.  It was cold and hard and impersonal.

Ellerbe showed them to a room to be used for our billet.  The couple had decided to travel light, as it were, and settled on a single, small suitcase for each of them.  They put away their meager possessions, which didn't take long.  They each opted for personal grooming items and the few, modest comforts of home like sweaters, bathrobes, and slippers.  The preferred wardrobe would include flight suits or fatigues along with combat boots or those hard, rubber soles shoes that they wore most of the time.

Tom came out of the room to see Petrocelli in discussion with a short, thick man dressed a set of coveralls, a long sleeve thermal shirt, and work boots.  He also had a crew cut and arms so muscular his sleeves were bulging.  They finished their business and turned to McNeill. 

"This is Tippendem," he said.  "We call him Tippy."

The man smiled and his face brightened considerably.  "Nice to meet you," he said in an Australian accent.  They shook hands.

"I'm in charge of repairs and maintenance on the aircraft.  Anything you need, come to me."

Sylvia came out of the billet and was introduced.  "Where'd you get the nickname?"

"In my earlier years, I used to drink a great deal more than I do now."

She chuckled and found it hard to imagine a man who looked stronger and tougher than a cape buffalo was ever drunk.

Tippy excused himself and went through the door to the left.  She noticed that it lead to the hanger.

"Tippy's an excellent mechanic."

"No doubt.”

"There are two more flyers that will be joining us," he said, "which should be before dinner.  That's about seven."  He looked around.  "I'd say make yourselves at home, but . . . "  He grinned.  Tom found that he hated the sarcasm and hated that man in particular.  He wanted to go back to the house he'd begun to think of as home.  He wanted a warm fire and Sylvia's warm body.  He wanted to have nothing to do with this creep.

Petrocelli walked off towards some of the other rooms in the building, which left Tom and Sylvia to stand at stare at the bleak surroundings.  They turned to walk into a larger room.

“This is probably going to be the dining room,” Tom remarked.

There were several tables arranged around the room, with chairs loosely grouped together.  It looked like a diner that hadn't seen a busboy in a long time.  There seemed to be a faint layer of dust on everything.

They turned to each other and exchanged a baleful look.

"Bloody marvelous," Tom said as he imitated Ellerbe's diction.

The noise of the chopper was deafening.

Even though both wore headsets, Sergei Vilinov could barely hear his superior officer rant and rave.  While every good soldier lends an ear when an officer speaks, the Major could only make out every second or third word.

Out the window, Vilinov could see the tracks of the truck that had brought them to the helipad.  As the MiL gained altitude, Sergei wondered when he would see his Olga again.  After the Colonel had stormed in on them, the young lady might never want to have  anything to do with him, or so the Major thought.

The Colonel punched his subordinate in the arm, breaking the reverie.

“ARE YOU LISTENING TO ME!?!?”

Vilinov turned back to Archeyev and tried to concentrate.

“We have new intelligence that McNeill has found a new group of mercenaries to command,” the older man said, “and is training to fly new strike jets in southern England.”

The Major was surprised.

“By the time we get your sorry carcass to Europe, McNeill will be ready to leave for his new assignment.”

Vilinvo frowned.  “Do we know what his new assignment might be?”

Archeyev took another swipe at him.  “NO, YOU FOOL!”  The older man spat on the metal floor.  “It will be your job to find him, track him down, and kill him!”

Vilinov nodded, then looked at his superior officer.  “Why?”

The Colonel glared at him.

“I mean, sir,” the Major added, “if the head of the new KGB wants this man dead, why doesn't he send a real spy to do the job?”

Archeyev huffed.

“I'm just a soldier.  I have no special skills.”

“But you know more about him that anyone in any branch of our armed forces.”

Vilinov shook his head.  “But I don't know him, I mean, not personally.”

“Part of tracking a man is knowledge,” the Colonel said.  “You have more knowledge of McNeill than any spy we have on staff.”

“I'm no assassin,” Vilinov replied.  “I'm no spy.”

“You are a soldier!  You will carry out my orders or I will have you shot!”

The bud of hatred for Archeyev, planted when the man burst into the cabin, blossomed in the heart of Major Sergei Vilinov.
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The others arrived not long after that.

Ricardo was, as his name implied, of Spanish descent.  He was about Tom's height, with the classic features of the stereotypical Spaniard.  He had the dark complexion, hair, eyes and good looks that no doubt appealed to many women.  His voice was fairly deep, and had an accent that was part Spanish and part British-accented English.  Tom found him very hard to understand at first.

The man known as Knight was slightly taller, with light red hair and a pale complexion.  His face seemed soft and he looked like he was in his middle thirties.  He had freckles on his nose, and his ears stuck out a bit on the sides of his head.  He had tried to lessen the effect of his ears and let his hair grow out on the sides, but it didn't help.  He seemed affable enough, but a little lost.

Dinner was what Tom and Sylvia had come to expect.  Salisbury steak, which was really reformed ground beef, overcooked peas, powdered mashed potatoes, and stale bread, all served on dinnerware that could have come from any diner anywhere.  Even the water tasted bad.  They skipped desert.

As with other dinner gatherings, they had all taken the smaller tables and pushed them together to form one larger, longer one, and had consumed their dinner together as a group.  Since none were friends or even acquaintances, there was little conversation.

Ellerbe had taken a seat at more of less the head of the table, with Petrocelli seated on one side and Tippy on the other.

"Let me begin," Ellerbe said, "by giving you some information.  For the next couple of weeks, we are going to be flying almost daily.  You will need to familiarize yourself with some new aircraft."

That statement peaked everyone's interest.

"One of the limitations Smith was forced to endure was that he had to find aircraft wherever and whenever he could.  While he was very talented when it came to that, he could only do so much."  He looked at Petrocelli.  "We have been able to contract with a company, here in Great Britain, to make aircraft for us."

All of this Tom knew.  He wanted to know which aircraft.

"Our first mission is going to be in Somalia," Ellerbe continued. Tom nearly groaned.  He'd had seen Blackhawk Down.  "While we are not going to be based in that country, we are going to do our best to find and destroy the small boats that have been engaged in piracy off the African coast."

Tom wondered if they were going to be taught how to fly helicopters.  That would certainly seem to be the best kind of aircraft to shoot up small, highly maneuverable boats.

"Understand that the Indian and U.S. Navies are working closer to the mouth of the Persian Gulf, and the Saudi Air Force and Navy are working in the Gulf of Suez and the Gulf of Aden.  We will be working farther south close to Mogadishu.  Our job will be to find where the pirates make port, and destroy their boats before they can get to open water."

Petrocelli continued.  "In order to do that, we have decided to use Northrop A-9 jets."

Tom looked at Sylvia.  In a flash, both remembered the mission in Afghanistan where Jackie had flown that bird.  They remembered when she had been shot down.  They also remembered how they rescued Jackie while the other planes in the squadron sent many of al-Qaida's best to paradise.

"These are brand new planes.  The engines have been upgraded, and the main weapon will be the same kind of cannon used in the A-10 Warthog.  Your planes will have ten pylons under the wings to carry a wide range of ordinance.  We are going to learn to fly these planes, and train for anti-shipping and port attack missions."

"I'm not familiar with this part of the country,” Tom said.  “Where are we going to do this?"

"Leave that to us," Petrocelli answered.

Tom had no confidence in him, or Ellerbe.

"The planes will be coming in tomorrow early morning.  Tippy will immediately fuel them up and we'll get you acclimated to the cockpit and special characteristics of the planes.  I know you, Tom, have never flown a jet before, so I think you'll get some special instruction over and above the others."

McNeill nodded.

"You'll take your first flights tomorrow, and we'll get going with the training the day
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